
try’s grape harvest by nearly 70 percent 
from its 1875 peak, and French vineyards 
had to be reconstituted by grafting on 
resistant rootstocks from the United 
States. Although annual consumption 
of wine did fluctuate, rising imports pre-
vented any steep decline in the total sup-
ply. Vineyard recovery brought the per 
capita consumption to a pre-World War I 
peak of 125 L in 1909, equaled again only 
in 1924. The all-time record of 136 L was 
set in 1926, after which the rate fell only 
slightly to 124 liters per capita in 1950.

Postwar, the French standard of living 
remained surprisingly low: According 

FR ANCE AND WINE—what an iconic 
link, and for centuries, how immutable! 
Wine was introduced by Greeks before 
the Romans conquered Gaul. Production 
greatly expanded during the Middle Ages, 
and since then the very names of the 
regions—Bordeaux, Bourgogne, Cham-
pagne—have become a symbol of quality 

everywhere. Thus has the French cul-
ture of wine long been a key signifier of 
national identity. 

Statistics for French wine consump-
tion begin in 1850 with a high mean of 
121  liters per capita per year, which is 
nearly two glasses per day. By 1890, a 
Phylloxera infestation had cut the coun-

(NOT) 
DRINKING WINE
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to the 1954 census, only 25 percent of 
homes had an indoor toilet. But rapidly 
rising incomes during the 1960s brought 
dietary shifts, notably a decline in wine 
drinking per capita. It fell to about 95 L 
in 1980, to 71 L in 1990, and then to 58 L 
in 2000—about half what it had been a 
century before. The latest available data 
shows the mean at just 40 L.

France’s wine consumption survey 
of 2015 shows deep gender and gener-
ational divides that explain the falling 
trend. Forty years ago, more than half of 
French adults drank wine nearly every 
day; now it’s just 16 percent, with 23 per-
cent among men and only 11 percent 
among women. Among people over 65, 
the rate is 38 percent; for people 25 to 
34 years of age, it is 5 percent, and for 
15- to 24-year-olds, it’s only 1 percent. 
The same divides apply to all alcoholic 
drinks, as beer, liquors, and cider have 
also seen gradual consumption declines, 
while the beverages with the highest 
average per capita gains include mineral 
and spring water, roughly doubling since 
1990, as well as fruit juices and carbon-
ated soft drinks.

Alcoholic beverages are thus fast dis-
appearing from French culture. And 
although no other traditional wine-
drinking country has seen greater 
declines in absolute or relative terms, 
Italy comes close, and wine consumption 
has also decreased in Spain and Greece.

Only one upward trend persists: 
French exports of wine set a new record, 
at about €9.7 billion, in 2018. Premium 
prices and exports to the United States 
and China are the key factors. American 
drinkers have been the largest importers 
of French wines, and demand by newly 
rich Chinese has also claimed a growing 
share of sales. But in the country that 
gave the world countless vins ordinaires 
as well as exorbitantly priced Grand 
Crus Classés, the clinking of stemmed 
glasses and wishes of santé have become 
an endangered habit.  n

POST YOUR COMMENTS AT 
spectrum.ieee.org/wine-apr2020
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FRENCH WINE DRINKERS, BY AGE SOURCE: FRANCEAGRIMER
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